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Evidence from North Carolina shows that immigrant students
with limited English have a very minor impact on native
students’ performance
Much of the recent concern about undocumented immigration into the U.S. can be linked to the
perceived burden that these immigrants may create on the public education system. But is this
really the case? Through analyzing detailed information on the performance of students in North
Carolina, Timothy M. Diette and Ruth Uwaifo Oyelere find that the presence of students with
limited English does have a negative, though small, effect on the math and reading achievement
of natives that are male and black. They argue, however, that these effects are so small as not to
warrant policy interventions.
The recent surge of immigrants, particularly from Latin America, has sparked debates on U.S
immigration policy and concerns over the potential negative effects. One of the arguments
against the recent wave of immigration is the perceived burden it creates on the public education
system. People are concerned about the explicit costs, such as additional staff and materials, as
well as the implicit cost of harming the education of students already in schools in the United
States. But, do students learning to speak English really harm native students?  And if so, how
large is the effect and is it the same impact across female and male students or across students
of different races? In new research, we find that while black and white male students do experience some
negative effects, but that these are not large enough to justify significant policy concerns.
While it is easy to conceptualize how an increase in immigrants can increase public school spending, it is not clear
why we should infer that they should create negative effects on native students. From one perspective, immigrant
families are a select group of people. If the parents come to the U.S. through an H or other work related visa they
may be highly educated. Even lower educated immigrants do not represent a random draw of individuals, rather
they are willing to take risks and put in the effort to travel to a foreign country in search of a better life. In this
scenario, exposure to children from families with high levels of human capital or other valuable characteristics
such as grit can create positive learning externalities for native students.
Those with expectations that immigrants will harm the education of native U.S. students may focus on the
potential effects of immigrants coming from a relatively low socio-economic background and having difficulty with
the English language. In this view, the students may require the attention of teachers to address their learning
challenges. In addition students could also be disruptive to the class and may be negative role models to the
native students.
We focused our research on a subset of immigrant children, those identified as having Limited English (LE)
proficiency. Many view these students as those who are most likely to create negative effects on native U.S.
students. We make use of a methodology that eliminates unobservable characteristics associated with time and
individual schools which otherwise can lead to biased estimates of the effects of LE students.
Our focus was on North Carolina. Why? The foreign born population in North Carolina has increased significantly
in recent decades, such that the immigrant share of the population increased from just 1 percent in 1990 to 7
percent by 2008. And, between 1990 and 2004 the Latino population in North Carolina grew from 76,000 to
nearly 600,000. In addition, our analysis requires significant detailed information on students and their test
performance over time and North Carolina is one of the few states with detailed demographic information on all
students in public schools as well as their education records. We accessed this information from the North
Carolina Education Research Data Center (NCERDC) at Duke University for between 1998 and 2006.
In a previous paper, we tested whether, on average, native students experience negative peer effects from
increased exposure to LE students. We found evidence of negative effects on the math and reading achievement
of natives. However, the magnitude of the effects was small. Given past research that has shown differential
responses to school related inputs by gender and race, in our new work, we decided also to investigate if the
negative average impact of LE students on natives is similar across race and gender of native students.
To investigate gender differences, we divide our sample of non-Limited English students into males and females
and test for LE peer effects for each group. Our results show no negative effects on girls and negative effects on
boys in both reading and math. Legewie and Di Prete (2012), using data from Germany, argue that boys are more
sensitive than girls to school resources that create a learning-oriented environment. Schools with higher shares of
LE students are likely to require teachers to devote at least some attention away from male native students and
therefore a reduction in the school resource of teacher time devoted to them.
Next, we separated the sample of non-LE students by race and tested for Limited English student peer effects.
The results suggested on average no effects on Whites and negative effects on Blacks in math and reading. This
finding is also consistent with previous research on school resources where Black students are more sensitive to
beneficial resources such as smaller class sizes. Finally, to test for possible interactions of race and gender, we
divide the native sample into 4 distinct groups (Black females, Black males, White females and White males) and
test for LE peer effects separately for each group. Our estimated effects are summarized in Figure 1.
Figure 1 – Effect of 1 percent increase on number of Limited English Students on native student
Achievement by Race and Gender
Note: Starred graphs highlight estimated effects that are statistically significant.
We find that although on average Black natives experience negative LE student peer effects, the effects are only
statistically significant for Black males.  Our results also suggest no significant effect on White females, which is
consistent with our earlier findings.  However for White males we find negative LE student peer effects in math (-
0.09 of the standard deviation) and no significant effects in reading.
How large are these negative effects? We can put the size of the effect in context by comparing it to the estimated
effect of improving teacher quality. The largest negative effect in our results is -0.13, the effect on Black males in
reading. The mean share of Limited English students in a grade in our sample is less than 4 percent. Our
estimates suggest that a 10 percentage point increase in LE students in a grade would lead to a fall of 0.013 of a
standard deviation in Black males scores in reading. Research on teacher quality suggests that moving from an
average teacher to one at the 84th percentile would raise student achievement by 0.2 to 0.3 of a standard
deviation.  So if we compare the 0.01 for a large increase in LE students to 0.2 for an improvement in teacher
quality, we can see that these negative effects of LE students are not large enough to justify significant policy
concerns.
Why are these results important? First, they provide some evidence that increased exposure to Limited English
students creates some negative peer effects and that these effects are not homogenous within the population.
Finding minimal effects solely on boys suggest that fears of large negative effects of immigrant populations in
schools may be unfounded. There is either a minimal impact or schools are successfully employing strategies to
prevent any large effects on native students. Our findings are in contrast to Angrist and Lang (2004) who find
negative peer effects on girls but not boys from the METCO program in Massachusetts. These differences in the
impact of disadvantaged peers on other students suggest that our finding for North Carolina may not be
generalizable across states or context. The presence of heterogeneous peer effects highlights the need for further
research that examines these differences. Moreover there is need for policymakers to be mindful of these
potential effects in the design and study of public policy.
This article is based on the paper “Gender and Race Heterogeneity: The Impact of Students with Limited English
on Native Students’ Performance” in the American Economic Review.
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